Associative fear conditioning of enkephalin mRNA levels in central amygdalar neurons.
The central nucleus of the amygdala (CEA) is required for the expression of learned fear responses. This study used in situ hybridization to show that mRNA levels of the neuropeptide enkephalin are increased in CEA neurons after rats are placed in an environment that they associate with an unpleasant experience. In contrast, mRNA levels of another neuropeptide, corticotropin releasing hormone, do not change under the same conditions in the CEA of the same rats. Conditioned neuropeptide levels in amygdalar circuits may act as a reversible "gain control" for long-term modulation of subsequent fear responses.